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Museums on a Tightrope: Balancing Value and the Bottom Line
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A ‘mixed economy’

Muscums in many countrics are struggling to maintain
susrainability in the iight of a stca(‘iy decline in pubiic funding as
austerity-minded governments have targeted arcs and culcure for

cuts against the l)aci(drop of the 2008 fiscal crisis and its aftermath.

Cuts in public funding go to the heart of on-going muscum
0pcrati0ns~t0 the core essentials oi:pnying salaries, kceping
the lights on, and ensuring that collections can be adequately
conserved, intei’prctcd and exhibited. In the UK, for cxampic,
while the cuts affect both national and non-national muscums,

the UK Muscums Association reports that iargc proportions

of local authority museums (39%) and independent muscums
formerly run by local authoritics (54%) have experienced a
dCCrCﬂSC in funding 1. Aln()ng ti’lt‘ C()I]SC(]UCHCCS are 1‘Cducti0ns
in staff and opening hours, increases in admission fees and, in

some cascs, EhC Ci()SLIl’C ()f muscums.

Cuts to public funding have raised questions abourt value.
Respondents to the ICOM survey scrongly expressed the view
that the public grant has decreased in many countries because
the value of muscums is imperfectly understood by policy
makers and burcaucrats, making museums casy to dismiss as

non-essentials when cuts are deemed necessary.

Secondly, as declines in the public grant 1‘equirc new funding
models, muscums find themselves required to realise a greater
proportion of income througli sclf-gcneratcd activity such as
admission fees, commercial enterprises, foundations, investments,
donations, sponsors, benefactors and parcnerships. The
respondents to the ICOM survey noted that secking and accepting
private funding involves cthical considerations which are often
expressed in value terms. The message in an article published on

the 20ch April 2018 by Thaara Sumithra Shankar was that:

While muscums rely on private funding to maincain
operations, they must be aware of the potcntiai disparity
between institutional and donor values and any implications

- 2
in accepting donations from particular source .

Thélf thC gcncrai pubiic and stai{choidcrs attrii)utc vaiues and
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standards to musecums and are critical of the museum when these
values and standards are perceived to be transgressed is evident
from even a cursory examination of media headlines. A condition
of a bequest from the Fisher Foundation to San Francisco
MOMA was the permanent display of arcworks from the Fisher
collection. This raised criticisms about the lack of diversity
within the bcqucstcd collection in contrast to the muscum, s
rcsponsibility to represent plurality * And when British Petroleum
funded an exhibition at the Science Museum in London, there was
consternation when it was revealed that the sponsor had tried to

. ' . 4
mﬂucncc EhC muscums languagc on Cllln{ltC clmngc .
feluite =

While the new mixed cconomy and the increasing need for
privatc investment in muscums is part of our 21" century rc;llity,
sustainability is about more than funding. It is also about
maintaining the integrity and value of the muscum brand in the
facc of pressures that may emanate from external funders. The

ICOM Code of Echics is quite clear on this point, stating thac:

The governing body [of a muscum] should have a written
policy regarding sources of income that it may generate
through its activitics or accept from outside sources.
Regardless of funding source, museums should maintain
control of the content and integrity of their programmes,
exhibitions and acrivities. lncomc»gcncrating activities
should not compromisc the standards of the institution or

its pub[ic ’

Maintaining the balance between a new economy and brand

Welcome to
Chicago!

e

integrity is an important issuc for muscums. While p;lrtncrships
between private funders and muscums are mostly successful,
crc;lting a win-win situation for both partics, instances where
there is a perecived values-compromise arce often played out in

the media to the detriment of the museum in question.
Balancing on the tightrope

Core principles and values are ac the hearc of Jim Collins
book, Good to Great (2001) ". Collins argues that the
clarification of core Principlcs and values is the fuel that drives

. - ¢ ’ 3 ’ L.
an cnterprlsc from gOOd to gl‘(‘ilf W'l]C[hCl‘ 1t 1s a

commercial enterprise or a public sector organisation

While it is inescapable that a muscum cannot be sustained
. . b
\Vl[h()u[ an 'JdC(]UﬂtC l)LlSlnCSS n]odcl, a muscum N gl‘cﬁtCSt

markecable assetis its brand integrity- and- brand integricy




means bcing guidcd by core principics and values. The
respondents to the 2018 ICOM survey were of the view that the
firse step in any negotiations with funders (pubiic or Privatc),
is to negotiate from a position of strengeh. Thac serength, chey
stated, is gcncratcd from a clear position and conviction about

the purpose, role and value of muscums.

This is the approach adoptcd by arecent pubiication focusing on
how museums can best manage a mixed economy. Future Proof
Museums: How to test and review new business models and
income generation ideas was published in August 2018 with che
aim ofassistimby muscums to build sustainable funding futures !
Mission and money are inextricably linked but funding serves
the mission, vision and value. As Collins argucs, the fuel that
drives the engine is what purpose the organisation serves, what

it stands for and what difference it wants to make.

l:utllrc PrOOFMuSﬂUn]S is a PrOCCSS dOCLln]Cnt Wi]iCi’l starts by
encouraging muscum to interrogate and clarify cheir mission,

value and vision through addressing kcy questions:

* mission (why are we here? why are we necessary? how
)
arc we relev}ln[ in tOda)’ N WOrid? to Wi"lOm?)
* value (what do we stand for?)

* vision (what difference do we want to make? for whom?)

ThC nexec SEQQ‘C Oi:[hc prOCCSS iS an Oan Cxpioration OFStra[CgiCS
g
which will support the museum” s mission, fulfil its values and

achieve the vision. At this stage, muscums arc cncouraged to
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Dr. Carol Scoce 2 8 i 5

subjcct their strategic ideas to scrutiny. One dimension of
scrutiny is evidence of public need. Actively engaging the public
as co»planncrs in strategic dircction»setting kccps the process
on track. Another aspect of scrutiny is whether the scrategy
can be delivered in terms of available resources, both human
and monctary, and whether it will generate the bese return on
investment where ‘rcturn, is the capacity of an idea to (a)
support mission and values, (b) realise the vision, (¢) engage

with the needs of the public and (d) be financially viable.

Muscums are increasingly adeprt at funding diversification. They
have proven expertise in producing income from scif—gcncmrcd
streams including general entry and temporary exhibicion fees,
catering, venue hire and shop products. There are some examples
where muscums have developed and operated commercial
cnterprisc& The National Maritime Museum in Sydney,
Australia developed a property on an adjacent wharf to house its
conservation labs, exhibition designcrs, its iibrai‘y and the Sydncy
Heritage Fleet. The upper floor was Ieased to a commercial tenant

and the income paid the mortgage on the buiiding

Importantly, these cxamplcs ofscli-»gcncratcd income are controlled
by muscums. However, when it comes to engaging with partners,
sponsors and supporters, we are negotiating the terms with external
parties who bring other values to the table. And- to return to the
cxampics prcscntcd carlier, we need to take our mission, vision and

value position into any negotiations with external funders.

In 2017, ICOM looked specifically at guidelines for muscums
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cmbarking on partncrships with third parties. Thcy came up

with a set of questions to guide negotiations:

* Who is/are the partncr/s? (an association/
organization/institution/ foundation another muscum)

* What are che partncr, s missions, aims and activities?
Are they in alignment with the ICOM Code of Echics
for Muscums?

* What resources are required? What are the estimated
human resources dedicated to the partncrship within the
muscum? What are the other related costs?

* How long will the partnership last? What is the
expiry date of the agreement? Can it be renewed?

* What are the goals of the partnership?

* What activities will be realized by the parenership?

* What risks are involved (financial/ echical/ rcputation)
and what strategies are in place to mitigate or avoid

thcm should thﬁy occur?

Whichever business model is adoprcd, the Future Proof

Muscums publication emphasises that:

In purpose-driven organisations like che arts, museums, and
cultural hcritage, the end goal is not just to make money,
but to have an impact, to make a difference to people.
Ultimatcly, all decisions on future ideas to dcvclop and
grow the organisation need to be assessed in terms of the
dcgrcc to which tlle hclp the organisation to deliver on

L ‘¢ bl
this vision, purpose or causce

Conclusion

This article concludes with a caveat. While a diversified funding
model may be the way of the future, it does not preclude public
funding. The museums sector needs to re-double its effores to make
the casc for public investment in muscums. The dividends that
museums return with rcgard to wcll»bcing, lcarning, connections,
cohesion and public trust nced to be clearly and assercively
articulated to policy makers and Treasuries. This needs to be done,
not only to ensure a sustainable base for the on-going operations of
muscums, but to atcract other investors; because sponsors, donors

and benefaceors will not parener with us if the lights are not on!

- R AMEF 1ICOM MPR 2018 211 BF 47 6 B2 38 e 158~
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